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The Face of the Materialist Magician:
Lewis, Tolkien, and
the Art of Crossing  Perilous Streets
R obert B oenig1
B e f o r e  I  k n e w  a n y t h in g  b a c k  in  t h e  e a r l y  m o n t h s  o f  1967 w h en  I w as a 
fresh m an  a t R u tgers U n iversity  in  N ew  Jersey, tw o  seem ing ly  u n re la ted  
th in g s occu rred  th ere  th a t changed  m y  life. T hey  bo th  h a p p e n e d  on  G eorge 
Street, w h ich  ru n s  para lle l w ith  th e  R aritan  R iver, head in g , if you  are facing 
sou th , u p  to w ard s  the  b lu ff w h ere  on  D ecem ber 1, 1776, A lexander H am ilton  
an d  h is  tro o p s fired  som e cannon  sho ts to w ard s  th e  B ritish  d u rin g  the 
R ev o lu tionary  W ar. A  frien d  from  h ig h  school, Bill Spencer, w ho  is a year o lder 
th a n  I am  a n d  w as then  a sophom ore  a t R utgers , screeched to  a h a lt in  h is  o ld  
P ly m o u th  B arracuda, an d  reg is te red  h is  d e ligh t th a t w e w ere  n o w  back  in 
contact. It w as h e  w ho, shortly  thereafter, first in tro d u ced  m e to  th e  w ritin g s of 
C.S. Lew is. T he second  event, a few  w eeks later, w as this: I w as w alk in g  a long  
th e  sam e p o rtion  of th e  sam e stree t b u t on  its o th er side, an d  I h a p p e n e d  to  look 
u p  an d  sp o tted  a sign in  th e  w in d o w  of a d o rm ito ry  th a t read  "F rodo  Lives!"2 I 
of course h a d  to  find  o u t w ho  th a t F rodo  w as an d  w h y  I sh o u ld  be  excited th a t 
h e  w as still alive, a n d  so I re a d  The Lord o f the Rings for th e  first tim e, n o t kn o w in g  
th a t L ew is an d  T olkien  h a d  been  friends.
G eorge S treet has, in  o ther w ords, been  for m e  a ro ad  th a t goes ever on, 
a perilo u s place, a lim inal p o rta l like th e  w ard ro b e  in  P ro fesso r K irk e 's  spare  
room . O r, b e tte r yet, it is for m e  th e  W ood  be tw een  th e  W orld s from  L ew is 's  The 
Magician's Nephew, p re sen tin g  possib ilities th a t cou ld  change m y  l i f e - s o m e  to 
be  rejected, som e accepted . I t w as, in  fact, a t th e  sam e sp o t in  th a t sam e lim inal 
year of 1967 th a t a m em ber of the  R u tgers C rew  s to p p ed  m e to  see if I w an ted  
to  try  ou t for h is  team ; I w as, after all, th e  r ig h t h e ig h t a n d  w e ig h t a n d  seem ingly  
in  good  shape. I re lu c tan tly  said  no, feeling  th a t a th letics w o u ld  steal tim e from  
th e  books I love so m uch . B ut to  th is d a y  I often  w o n d e r w h o  I m ig h t h ave  been  
if I h a d  ju m p e d  in to  th a t p a rticu la r pool. A  Texan now , m y  last v isit to  m y  alm a 
m a te r w as in  2007, on  the  w ay  h o m e from  a tr ip  to  E ng land , to  see m y  o ther 
long tim e friend , K evin  M ulcahy , w h o  is a lib ra rian  there. I carefu lly  chose th en
1 Plenary Talk at Mythcon 47, San Antonio TX, August 2016.
2 For the ubiquity of this slogan, see Carpenter 232-3; see also Roszak 40. For an analysis 
of Tolkien's effect on popular culture, see Rosebury.
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to  w alk  along  C ollege A venue instead , w h ich  ro u g h ly  para lle ls  G eorge Street, 
one b lock aw ay . It w as too d an g e ro u s  on  th a t o th er side.
T he w o rd  "lim inal,"  u su a lly  en co u n te red  in  M o d ern  E nglish  as th e  last 
p a r t  of th e  w o rd  "sub lim ina l,"  is an  adjective d e riv ed  from  th e  L atin  w o rd  
"lim in ," w h ich  m ean s  "th resh o ld ."  T h resho ld s are  u su a lly  considered  everyday  
th ings, little  b u m p s  of w o o d  over w h ich  doo rs close, th ings th a t function  m ere ly  
to  keep  o u t the cold a n d  de te r th e  bu g s  a n d  sp iders. B ut I w o u ld  arg u e  th a t th ey  
are  far m ore  th a n  that. T h resho ld s are  tran sitiona l even ts w h ere  w e face bo th  
w a y s—som etim es literally , a lw ays m etapho rica lly . A s Bilbo w o u ld  rem in d  us, 
th e  ro ad  th a t is o u ts ide  o u r fro n t doo r can sw eep  u s  aw ay  if w e are n o t careful. 
A fter all, h e  first m e t G andalf on  th e  th resh o ld  of h is  ho m e on  Bag End, an d  
w h en  th ey  faced  each o th er for the  first tim e, it w as a m o m en t of m o n u m en ta l 
change for b o th  of them . I do  n o t k n o w  if a lite ra l th re sh o ld  fig u red  in to  ano ther 
first face-to-face m eeting , one th a t occurred  in  th e  la te  1920s in  O xford, b u t 
certa in ly  th e  lives of bo th  L ew is a n d  T olkien  w ere  changed  by  it.3
In  th is article I w o u ld  like to  p iece to ge ther som e ideas h a v in g  to  do 
w ith  lim inal spaces, faces, an d  facing  th ings. I in ten d  th is to illum ina te  h o w  
L ew is an d  T olkien  co-created  a m o tif th a t L ew is first n a m e d  " th e  M ateria lis t 
M ag ic ian" a n d  to  a rg u e  for its im portance  in  o u r a ttem p t to  u n d e rs ta n d  the ir 
artistic  a g e n d a s—particu la rly  h o w  those  ag en d as re la te  to  the ir w ar 
experiences4 a n d  also to  the  A rth u r ia n  narra tives. H ere  is a first d ra f t of a 
defin ition  of th e  M ateria lis t M agician: h e  is p a r t w izard , p a r t scientist. A s such, 
h e  faces b o th  w ays in  tim e: w iza rd s  are associated  w ith  th e  past, p a rticu la rly  
w ith  th e  M id d le  A ges, w h ile  scientists, a t least in  p o p u la r  im ag ination , a re  the 
ones w hose  theories a n d  inven tions shape  th e  fu tu re . M y  gu ess  is th a t the
3 For an analysis of the friendship between Lewis and Tolkien, see Duriez, Tolkien and C.S. 
Lewis; see also Glyer.
4 For Lewis's war experiences, see Green and Hooper 50-5; Sayer 119-40; and Gilchrist, A  
Morning After War; this last a full account of Lewis's time as a soldier. See also Duriez, 
"Lewis and Military Service." Duriez notes that a "typical day" during his military service 
could have Lewis reading William Morris and The Song of Roland (85). See also Ward 46; 
Gilchrist, "2nd Lieutenant Lewis" and "Continuing Research on 2nd Lieutenant C.S. 
Lewis." For Tolkien's, see Gilbert 114, 131, 140-7, 219-40; Carpenter 80-94; and Garth. For 
the influence of World War I on the writings of Tolkien and Lewis, see the Introduction 
and individual essays of Section 1 of Croft, ed., Baptism of Fire, 1-164. During World War 
II, both Lewis and Tolkien served in the Home Guard, a military branch comprised mostly 
of veterans of World War I who were tasked with missions, including Air Warden service 
and police work, as they stood in readiness to be the last defenders of England in the event 
of a German invasion. For the Home Guard, see Longmate 108-13; 181-6.
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M ateria lis t M ag ician  first show s u p , th o u g h  on ly  in  p ro to typ ica l form , in  the 
first book of L ew is 's  R ansom  Trilogy, O ut o f the Silent Planet, p u b lish ed  in  1938.5
O ut o f the Silent Planet is, of course, a novel fu ll of lim inalities. I t opens 
as its m a in  character, E lw in  R ansom , w h o m  b o th  L ew is an d  T olkien 
acknow ledge as a p o rtra it of T olk ien ,6 is on  a w alk in g  trip , p ro ceed in g  a long  a 
ro ad  a t d u s k - tw o  lim inalities th a t h e ra ld  a m o ra l d ilem m a. S hou ld  R ansom  
keep  a h astily -m ad e  p ro m ise  to  find  a m en ta lly  challenged  boy  w h o  w orks in  
th e  d a rk  an d  silen t h o u se  b ey o n d  a h ed g e  an d  sen d  h im  ho m e to h is  anx ious 
m o ther, o r sho u ld  h e  n o t b o th e r a n d  th u s  h u rry  aw ay  to  find  som e shelter for 
th e  ra p id ly  d escen d in g  n igh t?  M oral d ilem m as are  tropo log ica l lim inalities, and  
in  th is one R ansom  w orks h is o u t in  a space th a t is lite ra lly  l im in a l- b e fo re  a 
locked  gate  in  a hed g e  th a t fences the  p riva te  space of the  sin ister ho m e from  the 
pub lic  space of the  ro ad  (10). H e  th ro w s h is  rucksack  over th e  h ed g e  a n d  craw ls 
u n d e r  i t - a c t io n s  th a t lead  to h is  k id n ap p in g , h is  su b seq u en t ad v en tu res , an d  
also to  the  libera tion  of th e  b o y  w h o m  W eston an d  D evine, th e  h o u se 's  
inhab itan ts, h ave  in te n d e d  to offer to  aliens n a m e d  sorns as a h u m a n  sacrifice.7
A fter a jo u rn ey  th ro u g h  o u te r space in  th e  spacesh ip  d ev ised  by  the 
v illa in  W eston for h is  m o ra lly  co rru p t m ission  to th e  p lan e t M alacandra /M ars, 
th e  k id n a p p e d  R ansom  escapes from  the  evil scien tist a n d  h is  sidekick, the 
snakelike D evine. W hen  R ansom  spo ts a sorn  in  th e  w o o d s d u rin g  h is  flight, 
L ew is describes th e  crea tu re  like this:
5 In Out of the Silent Planet, Lewis evokes the plot of H.G. Wells's The First Men in the Moon, 
arguing against Wells's depiction of outer space as a violent place full of monsters. See 
Boenig, C.S. Lewis and the Middle Ages, 80-8, a revision of Boenig, "Lewis's Time Machine 
and his Trip to the Moon." See also Neuleib; Downing 124; Myers 39-47; and Filmer 58.
6 See Carpenter 173n1.
7 Lewis possibly saw a picture of a monster that strongly resembles his sorns in a late 
fifteenth-century copy of Jacobus de Voragine's Golden Legend, a work mentioned in 
Chaucer's Second N un's Tale and published in  William Caxton's translation by William 
Morris at his Kelmscott Press in  1892. In British Library MS Yates Thompson 49, Volume 
I, Folio 34v (See Kempf and Gilbert 66-7), we see a creature who, like the sorns, is covered 
in  feathers and has a conical head. It is red. Though the sorns Ransom encounters are 
white, near the end of Out of the Silent Planet Lewis informs us that on Malacandra red 
ones can also be encountered: "There is at least one other kind of sorn [...] the soroborn or 
red sorn of the desert, who lives in the sandy north. He's a corker by all accounts" (156.) 
The red sornlike creature there is a monstrous demon who w ith others is tormenting a 
fallen saint near a body of water w ith impossibly high mountains in  the background. See 
also Ford.
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H e recognized it instantly  as it m oved slowly (and, he thought, stealthily)
[...] the giant stature, the cadaverous leanness, the long, drooping, 
w izard-like profile of a sorn. The head  appeared to be narrow  and conical 
[•••]. (53)
W iza rds o ften  w ear conical ha ts . N otice  th e  adjectives in  th is passage  are 
negative. T hough  th ere  is n o th in g  to  connect th is p a rticu la r u n n a m e d  so rn  w ith  
science, th a t connection  becom es clear after R ansom  h as v arious ad v en tu re s  an d  
finally  com es "face to  face" (91) w ith  th e  so rn  A ugray, w ho  know s n o th in g  abou t 
th e  d em an d s  for h u m a n  sacrifice a n d  su rp ris in g ly  befriends h im . A ugray  is 
described  w ith o u t th e  n eg a tiv e  adjectives; h e  seem s to  be covered  w ith  feathers, 
an d  h e  is th e  p ro p rie to r of a scientific observato ry , w h e re  R ansom  sees h is  hom e 
p la n e t E arth, the  S ilent P lanet. A fter R ansom  sp en d s  a n ig h t a t A u g ray 's  
dom icile, A ugray  su m m o n s som e o th er so rns and , as L ew is p u ts  it,
[T]he sorns had  determ ined that Ransom should no t ask, bu t answer, 
questions. Their questioning w as very different from  the ram bling 
inquiries of the hrossa. They w orked systematically from  the geology of 
Earth to  its p resent geography, and thence in  tu rn  to  flora, fauna, hum an  
history, languages, politics and  arts. (102)
T he sorns are  M a lacan d ra 's  scientists, w h ile  th e  o th er tw o  species th ere  fulfill 
d iffe ren t roles: th e  h ro ssa  are poets a n d  h u n te rs  an d  th e  p fifltrigg i are  eng ineers 
an d  v isual artists.
T hough  th e  so rns w ro n g ly  ap p ea r evil a t th e  beg inn ing , th ey  are in  
rea lity  good, he lp fu l, generous, an d  inquisitive. A nd  A ugray  is, of course, a full- 
g ro w n  su p ern a tu ra lis t, a p ro fo u n d  believer in  th e  lite ra l existence of w h a t 
canno t be seen, a be liever in  M aleldil. B ut th e  w izard lik e  scientist m u s t h av e  
rem ain ed  in  L ew is 's  m ind , for h e  soon beg ins to  exp lo it th e  in h e ren t evil he 
detec ts in  m ag ic ian like  scientists w h o  reject re lig ious belief. F irst p u b lish ed  in  
1943, a t th e  h e ig h t of W orld  W ar II, The Screwtape Letters8 offers a m ore  
soph istica ted  defin ition  of th e  M ateria lis t M ag ician  th a n  th e  one I earlier 
d rafted . It is h ere  th a t L ew is launches th is term , a n d  h e  does it th ro u g h  the 
m o u th  of th e  dev il Screw tape, w ho, as u su a l, is fo n d  of se tting  h is  n e p h e w  an d  
p ro teg e  W o rm w o o d  right:
My dear W orm wood,
I w onder you should ask m e w hether it is essential to keep the patient in 
ignorance of your ow n existence. [...] O ur policy, for the m om ent, is to 
conceal ourselves. Of course this has not always been so. We are really
8 See Brown 186.
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faced w ith  a cruel dilem m a. W hen the hum ans disbelieve in  our existence 
w e lose all pleasing results of direct terrorism , and  w e m ake no 
magicians. O n the other hand, w hen  they believe in us, w e cannot make 
them  m aterialists and  sceptics. Alas, not yet. I have great hopes tha t we 
shall learn in  due tim e how  to em otionalize and m ythologise their science 
to  such an extent tha t w hat is, in  effect, a belief in  us (though no t under 
tha t nam e) w ill creep in  w hile the hum an  m ind  rem ains closed to belief 
in  the Enemy. The "Life Force," the w orship of sex, and some aspects of 
Psychoanalysis m ay here prove useful. If once w e can produce our 
perfect w o rk —the M aterialist Magician, the m an, no t using, bu t veritably 
w orshipping, w hat he vaguely calls "Forces" w hile denying the existence 
of "spirits" —then  the end of the w ar w ill be in  sight. (32-33)
S lightly  later, in  Perelandra9 (p u b lish ed  in  1943), L ew is tries o u t th e  fu ll-b low n 
M ateria lis t M ag ician  as a fictional character for th e  first tim e. T he villa in  W eston, 
w h o  lan d s  th e re  in  an o th e r spacesh ip  h e  h a s  bu ilt, h a s  chan g ed  since h is 
appea ran ce  in  O ut o f the Silent Planet. H is  scientific m agic  tricks are  still there, 
b u t h e  h a s  ga in ed  som e so rt of quasi-re lig ious d evo tion  to  a vague e n ti ty —or is 
it a concep t?—th a t h e  te rm s th e  Life Force. H e  w o rsh ip s  th is im p erso n a l concept 
b u t condem ns in  no  un ce rta in  term s trad itio n a l re lig ion  (90-93). H ere  is a sam ple 
o f th is pseudo-scien tific , p seudo -re lig ious b la th e r th a t d om ina tes  h is 
conversation  a t th e  b eg in n in g  of Perelandra:
The conflicting view s of those w ho drew  a sharp line betw een the organic 
and  the inorganic and  those w ho held  tha t w hat w e call Life was inherent 
in  the m atter from  the very beginning h ad  no t interested me. N ow  [after 
recovering from  an illness after the re tu rn  from  M alacandra] it did. I saw 
alm ost at once tha t I could adm it no break, no discontinuity, in the 
unfolding of the cosmic process. I becam e a convinced believer in 
em ergent evolution. [...] The majestic spectacle of this blind, inarticulate 
purposiveness th rusting  its w ay upw ard  and ever u p w ard  in  an endless 
un ity  of differentiated achievements tow ards an ever-increasing 
complexity of organisation, tow ards spontaneity and  spirituality, sw ept 
aw ay all m y old conception of a du ty  to  M an as such. M an in  him self is 
nothing. The forw ard m ovem ent of Life—the grow ing spirituality—is 
everything. (90-1)
9 For a comprehensive treatment of all aspects of Perelandra, particularly its theology, see 
the individual essays in  Wolfe and Wolfe, eds., C.S. Lewis's Perelandra: Reshaping the Image 
of the Cosmos.
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W h en  his ego-m an iacal soul is d ev o u red  an d  possessed  b y  the devil, w e w itness 
th e  first in stance  of w h a t Screw tape  h o p es w ill h a p p e n  to all h u m a n ity .10 1
T he th ird  of the  R ansom  Trilogy, That Hideous Strength, is L ew is 's  
fu llest an d  deep est tre a tm en t of th e  M ateria lis t M agician .11 In  th a t book, h is 
n am e  is Legion. B elbury, ho m e to th e  desp icab le  N.I.C.E., is a h ive  of M ateria lis t 
M ag ic ian s—som e fu lly  abso rbed  in to  th e ir c reepy  ideology, m o s t in  various 
stages on  th e  w ay  to w ard s  full in itia tion . T he fou r a t th e  to p  of th is h ierarchy , 
th e  fu lly  in itia ted  W ither an d  F rost a n d  th e  n ex t "class," S traik  an d  F ilostrato, 
illu s tra te  th e  w id e  v a rie ty  of th e  post-W eston  M ateria lis t M agician . S traik  is a 
defrocked  c lergym an  p ro fessing  som e so rt of dem y th o lo g ized  relig ious faith  
w h ile  h e  serves as th e  p ro p h e t for th e  scientific ag en d a  of th e  N .I.C .E .— 
eugenics, cruel experim en ta tion  on  b o th  h u m a n  an d  an im al subjects, abso lu te  
subjection  of a pub lic  deceived  in to  ig n o ran t com pliance, to ta lita rian  ru le , an d  
so forth . I t is, of course, th e  sam e ag en d a  as p rac ticed  so m o n s tro u s ly  b y  the 
N azis. That Hideous Strength  w as w ritten  in  1944 an d  p u b lish ed  sho rtly  before 
W orld  W ar II ended . F ilostrato  is a scientist, a e u n u ch  w h o  w an ts  to sterilize  the 
ea rth  of all o rgan ic  life. It is h e  w ho  o stensib ly  keeps th e  N .I.C .E .'s "H ead "  —the 
severed  h ead  of th e  crim inal A lcasan —alive.12 U nlike F ilostrato  an d  Straik, F rost 
an d  W ither k n o w  th a t A lcasan  as H e a d  of the  N .I.C.E. is a sham , th a t th e  real 
p o w er th a t is k eep in g  th e  severed  h e a d  alive is th a t of th e  "m acrobes," w h o m  
they  env ision  as m ateria l ra th e r th a n  sp iritua l beings. T hus they  are  fully 
in itia ted .
F rost is a psychoanalyst, an d  th e  descrip tion  of h is  face (127), rep lete  
w ith  neat, p o in ted  b ea rd  an d  p ince-nez  glasses, is strong ly  evocative of th a t of 
S igm und  F reud . It is h e  w ho  ex p o u n d s  on  w h a t h e  an d  h is  colleague M ateria lis t 
M agicians a t th e  N .I.C.E. ac tua lly  believe in:
"You have probably no t heard  of macrobes."
"M icrobes?" said M ark in  bew ilderm ent. "But of course--"
"I d id  not say microbes, I said macrobes. The form ation of the w ord  
explains itself. Below the level of anim al life, w e have long know n that 
there are microscopic organisms. [...] I have now  to inform  you  that there 
are similar organism s above the level of anim al life. [...] W hen I say that 
it is above the anim al level, I m ean  tha t it is m ore perm anent, disposes of
10 See Downing 50-1; Chapman 14; and Gibson 55.
11 Written in  imitation and homage to Charles Williams, That Hideous Strength evokes the 
genre of the "supernatural thriller" invented by Williams, who often depicts magic in  his 
own books. For Lewis's appropriations of Williams's themes, including magic, see Schakel 
118-119; Myers 85-89, 99-102; Murphy 62; Filmer 6, 34-35,67-68, 100-101; Downing 127, 
132-133; Jacobs 200-201; and Adey 132-136.
12 See Downing 137-8.
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m ore energy, and has greater intelligence. [...] The macrobe is m ore 
intelligent th an  Man. (256-7)
H ere  th e  su p e rn a tu ra l is th u s  red u ced  to th e  scientific, a red u c tio n  th a t allow s 
th e  scientists a t the  N .I.C.E. to  perfo rm  th e ir m o ra lly  re p u g n a n t deeds w ith o u t 
an y  G od  to  ju d g e  them .
W ither, a scien tist tu rn e d  ad m in is tra to r, is a n a tu ra l m y s tic —b u t one 
w h o  is n o t g ro u n d e d  in  th e  su p e rn a tu ra l as are  th e  m ystics w ho  grace m ost 
relig ions, E astern  as w ell as W estern. H e  is a d e p t a t sep a ra tin g  h is sp irit an d  
b o d y —b u t n o t for the  sam e reason  as the  relig ious m ystics. A ll is self for h im , 
an d  he  longs for n o th in g  in  th e  w ay  of contac t w ith  the  tran scen d en t an d  
p e rso n a l O ther:
[Wither] hard ly  ever slept. W hen it becam e absolutely necessary for him  
to do so, he took a drug, bu t the necessity w as rare, for the m ode of 
consciousness he experienced at m ost hours of day or n igh t h ad  long 
ceased to be exactly like w hat other m en call waking. He had  learned to 
w ithd raw  m ost of his consciousness from  the task of living, to  conduct 
business, even, w ith  only a quarter of his mind. [ . ]  That detachm ent of 
the spirit, no t only from  the senses, bu t even from the reason, w hich has 
been the goal of some mystics, w as now  his. (250)
T hree  of th e  fo u r—W ither, F ilostrato , a n d  S tra ik —en d  u p  w o rsh ip p in g  the 
m acrobes b y  ch an tin g  "O u ro b o rin d ra !/ O u ro b o rin d ra !/ O u ro b o rin d ra  ba-ba- 
hee!" (354-5) an d  m u rd e rin g  each  o ther w ith  knives. The su rv ivo r of th is 
w o rsh ip  of th e  m arcrobes, W ither, is su b seq u en tly  k illed  b y  R an so m 's  b ear M r. 
B ultitude. F rost su rv ives on ly  b y  n o t a tte n d in g  th is w o rsh ip  service. C o nclud ing  
th a t th ere  is n o  reason  to  h u m a n  existence, h e  en d s  u p  b u rn in g  h im se lf to  dea th  
an d  se tting  th e  fire th a t consum es B elbury  (358).
L ew is suggests in  That Hideous Strength  th a t one can avoid  becom ing  a 
M ateria lis t M agician  if one h as th is tendency . I am  n o t n o w  speak ing  of R ansom  
an d  m ost of th e  o th e r "go o d  g u y s"  a t St. A nne 's . But if you  h ave  a ten d en cy  
to w ard s  m a te ria lism  a n d  th e  ta len t to becom e a m ag ic ian , you  do  n o t h av e  to 
fall in to  the  d isg u ised  w o rsh ip  of th e  devil, as Screw tape  h as described  it. The 
tw o  exam ples are  the  scien tist Bill H ingest, w ho  before  h e  leaves th e  N .I.C.E. 
an d  is m u rd e re d  b y  th e  "b ad  g uys"  announces th a t h e  "cam e h e re  because  I 
th o u g h t it h a d  som eth ing  to do  w ith  science" (70). Since it goes b ey o n d  p u re  
science in to  m o ra lly  suspect areas, h e  resigns. O ne w ay  to  avoid  b ecom ing  a 
M ateria lis t M agician  is th u s  to  keep  y o u r science p u re . M cPhee, R an so m 's  
hyperlog ica l a the is t fr ien d  p a tte rn e d  after L ew is 's  o ld  tu to r W illiam  
K irkpatrick , h as th e  logical m in d  of a scientist an d  refuses to  believe an y th in g
Mythlore 35.1, Fall/Winter 2016 11
Robert Boenig
h e  canno t see. H e  sim u ltan eo u sly  resists  belief in  b o th  re lig ion  an d  also th e  dev il 
w o rsh ip  d isg u is in g  an d  d e lu d in g  itself as m ateria lism .
B ut th e  b es t w ay  to  avo id  b e in g  a M ateria lis t M ag ician  is to  be a real 
m agician , like M erlin , w ho  com es back  to life after sleep ing  for fifteen  h u n d re d  
years u n d e r  B ragdon  W ood. A s a tru e  m agician , h e  faces back w ard s in  tim e, 
w hile, as a lread y  said, the M ateria lis t M agician  faces fo rw ard s in  tim e. M uch  
can be  sa id 13 ab o u t L ew is 's  construction  of th is m o s t fam ous of all m agicians, 
th is  cen tral character in  th e  early  p a r t of th e  A rth u rian  n a rra tive . B ut for o u r 
p u rposes, M erlin 's  significance is th a t h e  is a "d in o sau r"  from  th e  p a s t rev ived  
to  defea t p re se n t d a y  M ateria lis t M agicians a t som eth ing  ak in  to th e ir o w n  
gam e. For Lew is, h e  rep resen ts  n a tu re  an d  tru e  relig ion, an d  is em p o w ered  by  
M aleld il th ro u g h  h is  servants, th e  oyarses th a t g u id e  th e  p lan e ts  th ro u g h  the 
h e a v e n s—u n ash am ed ly  su p ern a tu ra l, sp iritu a l beings, n o t dev ils d isg u ised  as 
m acrobes. M erlin  w ins, w ith  a little  h e lp  from  h is  fr ien d  th e  b ear M r. B ultitude, 
h a n d s  dow n. P ast conquers fu tu re , reg ress p ro g ress ,14 an d  faith  m ateria lism .
T he m ag ic ian  U ncle  A n d rew  a n d  h is n e p h e w  D igory  of course share  
th e  title  of the  book, The Magician's Nephew, b u t of course th ey  h ave  a very  
u n easy  rela tionsh ip , for n e a r th e  b eg in n in g  of the  book  U ncle A n d rew  sends 
D ig o ry 's  u n w illin g  friend  Polly  in to  th e  W ood  B etw een th e  W orld s as p a r t of an  
exp erim en t he  is conducting , m a in ly  w ith  gu in ea  pigs. D igory  pro tests , eliciting  
from  h im  a long  w in d e d  jaw  (23), as D igory  p u ts  it, in  h is o w n  defense. It 
concludes th is w ay:
My earlier experim ents w ere all failures. I tried  them  on guinea pigs.
Some of them  only died. Some exploded like little bom bs— (20-1)
U ncle A n d rew  k n o w s th a t w h a t he  is d o in g  is m agic, n o t science, b u t h e  casts 
h is  descrip tion  in  scientific lan g u ag e  an d  even  u ses  th e  favo red  an im al v ictim s 
of th e  scientific com m unity . D igory , like L ew is an  o p p o n en t of v iv isec tion ,15 
ang rily  p ro tests  an d  th en  p o in ts  o u t the  o b v io u s—th a t P o lly  is n o t a lab an im al 
to  be  sacrificed an d  th a t h e  sho u ld  h ave  sen t h im se lf in to  th e  void , n o t Polly. 
U ncle A n d rew  resp o n d s  w ith  anger:
Bless m y soul, you 'll be telling m e next tha t I ought to have asked the 
guinea p igs ' perm ission before I u sed  them! No great w isdom  can be 
reached w ithout sacrifice. But the idea of m y going m yself is ridiculous.
It's like asking a general to fight as a com m on soldier. Supposing I got 
killed, w hat w ou ld  become of m y life's work? (22-3)
13 See Boenig, C.S. Lewis and the Middle Ages, 111-30; 146-50.
14 C.S. Lewis, "The Funeral of a Great Myth." See also Kuteeva 276; and Christopher 248.
15 C.S. Lewis, "Vivisection." See also Downing 86.
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U ncle A n d rew  h e re  so u n d s  susp ic iously  like W eston w ith  a v e ry  liberal dose of 
cow ard ice ad d ed . Lew is, a lw ays fo n d  of m e tap h o rs  an d  analog ies d raw n  from  
W orld  W ar II, sum s u p  h is  apologia pro vita sua w ith  a sentence th a t cou ld  h av e  
b een  u tte re d  by  F ield  M arsha l B ernard  M ontgom ery . T he la rger p o in t is th a t 
U ncle A n d rew  acknow ledges m ag ic  b u t likes to  d ress  it u p  in  th e  fancy  c lo th ing  
of m ilita ry  he ro ism  on  th e  one h a n d  an d  academ ic science on  th e  o ther.
L ater, w h en  U ncle A n drew , Polly, D igory , an d  th e  W itch -Q ueen  Jadis 
arrive  in  N arn ia  to w itness  its creation  in  resp o n se  to  A slan 's  song, L ew is m akes 
it clear th a t U ncle A n d rew  rejects an y  su p e rn a tu ra l o r m iracu lo u s exp lana tion  
for w h a t is g o ing  on. H ere  is an exam ple. Jad is h a s  taken  the  b a r of th e  L ondon  
lam p p o st she w as g ra sp in g  w h en  su m m o n ed  to  N a rn ia  an d  th ro w n  it v iciously  
a t A slan , h ittin g  h im  on  the  fo rehead . H e  is u n h a rm ed , an d  the p iece of the 
lam p p o st bounces to  th e  g ro u n d  w h ere  it im m ed ia te ly  functions in  contact w ith  
N a rn ia 's  m iracu lo u sly  fertile  ea rth  as a seed  th a t sp ro u ts  a g ro w in g  baby  
lam p p o st (p. 108). U ncle A n d re w 's  response  is this:
"Rem arkable, m ost rem arkable," m uttered  Uncle A ndrew. "Even I never 
dream t of Magic like this. We're in  a w orld  w here everything, even a 
lam p-post, comes to  life and  grows. [...] They laughed at m y magic. That 
fool of a sister of m ine thinks I 'm  a lunatic. I w onder w hat they'll say 
now ? I have discovered a w orld  w here everything is bursting  w ith  life 
and  grow th." (111)
N o te  th a t U ncle A n drew , w ho  h a s  seen w ith  h is eyes A slan 's  c reation  of N arn ia , 
p re fe rs  a n a tu ra l, pseudo-sc ien tific  ex p lana tion  of w h a t h a s  h ap p en ed : th e  rich 
soil m ak es ev e ry th in g  grow . N o te  also th a t h e  so u n d s  very  m u ch  like W eston 's  
g reed y  sidek ick  D evine. In  case one m isses th e  p o in t ab o u t U ncle A n drew , w ho  
u ses  m ag ic  b u t rejects th e  su p ern a tu ra l, L ew is m akes h im  conclude in  a w ay  th a t 
leaves no  doubt:
Of course I shall have to let a few people into the secret. The first th ing  is 
to  get tha t bru te  shot. (111-2)
T h a t "b ru te"  is of course A slan, a n d  U ncle A n d rew  the w o u ld -b e  theocide  
show s h ow  im p o rta n t abo lish ing  the  su p e rn a tu ra l is to h im . H e  is in an  o d d  w ay  
an  ally  of th e  G od-is-dead  dem y tho log izers of som e b ranches of academ ic 
theo logy  in  th e  m id -tw en tie th  century .
L ew is says goodbye to  U ncle A n d rew , the  C hronicles of N a rn ia 's  
show piece  M ateria lis t M agician  an d  L ew is 's  las t m ajor a ttem p t to  e labora te  th is 
m otif, w ith  a su m m ariz in g  genera liza tion . W hen  A slan  g ran ts  to  chosen  an im als 
th e  g ift of speech, U ncle  A n d rew  is a w itness, b u t h e  h as w illfu lly  m a d e  h im self 
incapab le  of u n d e rs ta n d in g  i t —an  irony  of the  first o rder, since m ag ic ians an d
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scien tists alike seek n o t on ly  p o w er b u t u n d e rs ta n d in g . H ere  is L ew is 's  
com m ent:
W hen the great m om ent came and the Beasts spoke, he m issed the w hole 
point, for a rather interesting reason. [...] [W ]hen the sun  rose and  he saw 
the singer w as a lion ("only a lion," as he said to him self), he tried  his 
hardest to  m ake him self believe tha t it w asn 't singing and  never had  been 
s in g in g -o n ly  roaring as any lion m ight in  a zoo in  our ow n w orld. Of 
course it can 't really have been singing, he thought. I m ust have im agined 
it. I've been letting m y nerves get ou t of order. W ho ever heard  of a lion 
singing? A nd the longer and  m ore beautifully the Lion sang, the harder 
Uncle A ndrew  tried  to  m ake him self believe that he could hear nothing 
bu t roaring. N ow  the trouble about try ing to m ake yourself stupider than  
you  really are is tha t you  very often succeed. [...] He soon d id  hear 
nothing bu t roaring in  A slan 's song. Soon he cou ldn 't have heard  
anything else even if he had  w anted to. A nd w hen  at last the Lion spoke 
and  said, "N arnia, awake," he d id n 't hear any w ords: he heard  only a 
snarl. (125-6)
T he d am n a tio n  of th is M ateria lis t M agician  is com plete. Facing  s im u ltaneously  
to w ard s  th e  p a s t an d  to w ard s  th e  fu tu re , h e  is left w ith  n o th ing , n o t even  the 
p resen t. O n ly  Screw tape  an d  h is k in  can ap p lau d .
In  m an y  w ays L ew is 's  ag en d a  in  th e  C hronicles of N a rn ia  is the 
opposite  of th a t in  That Hideous Strength. In  the  earlie r book  h e  h a d  com posed  
va rian ts  on  th e  th em e  of th e  M ateria lis t M ag ician  like B eethoven com posing  h is 
Third Symphony. B ut in  th e  C hronicles of N a rn ia  an d  h is  g rea t book  Till We Have 
Faces soon to  follow , h e  varies th e  coun te r-them e instead : a lte rnatives to  the 
M ateria lis t M agician . F irst on  th e  list is D igory  h im self. In  The Magician's 
Nephew, h e  s ta rts  o u t very  m u ch  like U ncle A n d rew  h im self, th o u g h  h e  is in  
conflict w ith  h im . H o w  so? E arly  on  D igory  is as in te rested  in  d o in g  m ora lly  
su spec t experim en ts  as is h is  uncle. This is m o s t clearly  ev id en t in  th e  chap te r 
"T he Bell a n d  th e  H am m er,"  w h ere  h is  curiosity  incites h im  to rin g  th e  one w ith  
th e  o ther, even  th o u g h  h e  k n o w s it is bo th  d an g e ro u s  an d  s tu p id  to  do  so. T his 
aw akens the  W itch-Q ueen  Jad is an d  causes, as John  M ilton  m ig h t h av e  p u t it, 
all o u r w oe. L ew is m ak es  su re  w e u n d e rs ta n d  th e  sim ilarity  b e tw een  the  tw o  in  
C h ap te r XI, ap tly  titled  "D igory  an d  H is  U ncle are  Both in  T roub le ," w here  
A slan 's  re len tless pasto ra l care an d  counselling  lead s to  D ig o ry 's  repen tance . 
D igory  g row s u p  to  be  P ro fesso r K irke, w ho  of course in  The Lion, the Witch, and 
the Wardrobe is a fam ous p ro fesso r w h o  d em an d s  logical th o u g h t from  the 
Pevensie  c h i ld r e n - a s  a tw en tie th -cen tu ry  scientist m i g h t - y e t  encourages 
P eter and  S usan  to  take  L u cy 's  su p e rn a tu ra l exp lana tion  ab o u t h e r
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d isap p earan ce  th ro u g h  th e  back  of th e  W ard robe as tru th  (pp. 44-7).16 178Professor 
D igory  K irke of course is also one of several characters in  L ew is 's  im ag inative  
w orks w h o  are  loosely  b a sed  on  W illiam  K irkpatrick , L ew is 's  o w n  tu to r, w hose  
logic w as as re len tless as h is  atheism , b u t w h o  d ressed  u p  in h is best c lo th ing  to  
w o rk  in  h is  g a rd e n  on  S undays. W e h av e  a lread y  seen h o w  M cPhee in  That 
Hideous Strength  is one of th e  K irkpatrick  characters. So is th e  G eorge M acdonald  
character in  The Great Divorce a n d  the  Fox in  Till We Have Faces. O ne w ay  to 
escape being  a M ateria lis t M agician , then , is to serve A slan /M ale ld il/G od  even  
th o u g h  you  m ig h t hav e  d o u b ts  o r even  lack re lig ious faith  entirely .
T he d w arf T ru m p k in  in  Prince Caspian,17 in  C h ap te r VII, "O ld  N arn ia  
in  D anger," reveals h im self to  be  a sceptic in  th e  m o ld  of W illiam  K irkpatrick . 
T here  he  scoffs a t th e  su p e rn a tu ra l and , by  extension, th e  existence of A slan  
h im self: "[Y ]our M ajesty  k n o w s I th in k  th e  H o rn —a n d  th a t b it of b roken  stone 
over th e re —an d  y o u r g rea t K ing P e te r—a n d  y o u r L ion A sla n —are all eggs in 
m oonsh ine . [...] T h ere 's  no  go o d  ra is in g  h o p es of m ag ical h e lp  w h ich  (as I th ink) 
are  su re  to  be  d isap p o in ted "  (90). But w h en  no  one vo lu n tee rs  to  go on  the 
jo u rn ey  to  f in d  K ing  P eter an d  h is  siblings, su rp ris in g ly  th is crea tu re  w ho  h a s  
n o  belief vo lu n tee rs  to go o u t of loyalty  to  h is  ea rth ly  K ing, C asp ian , an d  in  
reso lu tion  to  do  th e  go o d  th a t n eed s  to be  done  even  if no  su p e rn a tu ra l rew ard  
is forthcom ing: " 'T h im b les an d  th u n d e rs to rm s! ' c ried  T ru m p k in  in  a rage. 'Is 
th a t h o w  you  speak  to  th e  K ing? S end  m e, Sire, I'll go '"  (92). W hen  C asp ian  
w o n d e rs  w h y  som eone w ho  h a s  no  belief in  P eter o r A slan  w o u ld  go on  such  a 
m ission , T ru m p k in  replies, "N o  m o re  I do  [have faith], y o u r M ajesty. B ut w h a t's  
th a t go t to  do  w ith  it?" (92). T h ro u g h  th e  g rea test of perils  h e  accom plishes the 
m ission  th a t con tribu tes m ig h tily  to  th e  sa lvation  of O ld  N a rn ia —even  if he  
rejects O ld  N a rn ia 's  belief.
B ut p e rh a p s  the  m o s t p o w erfu l varia tion  on  th is them e is P u d d leg lu m  
from  The Silver Chair.18 H e  is m ore  th a n  a com ic incarna tion  of L ew is 's  g lu m  
g ardener, F red  Paxm an. A n d  th o u g h  h e  h a s  a b u n d a n t th o u g h  n o t op tim istic  
fa ith  in  A slan, h e  seem ing ly  lapses in to  d o u b t a n d  disbelief a t the v ery  tu rn in g  
p o in t of th is  book. B ut it is n o t in ten tiona l d isbelief o r w avering , fo r h e  falls 
u n d e r  th e  spell of the  G reen  L ady , th e  W itch -Q ueen  w ho  h as k id n a p p e d  Prince 
R ilian. In  C h ap te r XII, "T he Q ueen  of U n d e rlan d ,"  she th ro w s g reen  p o w d e r 
in to  a fireplace a n d  its fum es en ch an t th e  new ly  recovered  P rince R ilian a long  
w ith  Eustace, Jill, a n d  P u d d leg lu m . T hen  she chants, "T here  is n o  la n d  called 
N a rn ia "  (152) an d  finally  " th e re  is [...] n o  A slan" (157). The first th ree  are 
p ow erless to  w ith s ta n d  her, b u t a w o o zy  P u d d le g lu m  som ehow  sum m ons u p
16 See Edwards 65.
17 See Edwards 71-2.
18 See Edwards 80-4.
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th e  resolve to  do  so: "B ut P u d d leg lu m , desp e ra te ly  g a th e rin g  all h is  strength , 
w alk ed  over to  th e  fire. [...] W ith  h is  b are  foot h e  s tam p ed  o n  th e  fire, g rin d in g  
a large p a r t of it in to  ashes on  th e  flat h e a rth "  (158). This b rav e  d eed  b reaks the 
spell a n d  th e  fou r of th em  reg a in  the ir belief in  N arn ia  a n d  A slan . Lew is 
suggests th a t if you  h ave  lost y o u r faith , do  w h a t is good  anyw ay.
O ne final va rian t in  th e  C hronicles of N arn ia  is w o rth  m e n tio n in g  here . 
R oonw it, th o u g h  on ly  a m in o r character in  The Last Battle, neverthe less  is a 
po w erfu l ex p o n en t of th e  K irk p a trick /T ru m p k in  m e th o d  of re jecting  th e  role of 
th e  M ateria lis t M agician . H e  is a cen tau r w ho, like T rum pk in , goes on  a perilous 
m ission  to save N arn ia . H is  nam e  R oonw it is ac tua lly  sim ple O ld  English, w here  
run  m ean s  "secre t"  an d  "w it"  m ean s  know ledge. Since h a rd ly  anyone  in  A nglo- 
Saxon E ng land  k n ew  h o w  to re a d  runes, th e  w o rd  " ru n e"  acqu ired  a secondary  
m ean ing . T he one w ho  u ses w it to decipher ru n es  is th u s  a "secre t kn o w er"  — 
th a t is, a m ag ic ian  an d /o r counsellor. In  Beowulf th e  th an e  A eshere, w ho  is slain  
b y  G ren d e l's  M other, is described  as K ing  H ro th g a r 's  runw ita—h is  counsellor. 
T h e  n am e of L ew is 's  character R oonw it is th u s  h is  on e -w o rd  resum e. B ut he  
neverthe less  fails to  accom plish  h is  m ission, for h e  w as k illed  by  a C alorm ene 
a rro w  sho rtly  befo re  a rriv in g  a t h is  destina tion . R oonw it is in som e w ays the 
opposite  of T ru m p k in —h e  h as belief b u t h is  m ission  does n o t v ind ica te  th a t 
belief b y  su p e rn a tu ra l in terven tion . B ut it is a good  a n d  hero ic  deed  
nevertheless. R oonw it a n d  T ru m p k in  ac tua lly  are  L ew is 's  varian ts  on  th e  sam e 
them e. E ven in  a lo sing  b a ttle  fa ith  a n d  fa ith fu lness are  necessary .
A ll of th is  leads, of course, to  T o lk ien 's  The Lord o f the Rings, w h ere  w e 
fin d  one of the  best exam ples of th e  M ateria lis t M agician  in  h is character the 
fallen  w iz a rd  S arum an. S aru m an  is m ore  th a n  p ro p o n en t of u n re s tra in ed  
in d u s tria lism 19 a t the  expense of th e  n a tu ra l env ironm en t, for he  h a s  also g iven 
u p  h is fa ith  in  Ilú v a ta r an d  the V alar y e t con tinues h is  w iza rd ry , dab b lin g  in  
eugen ics as h e  p rep a re s  for su d d en , all-ou t w a r—B litzkrieg, as it w as k n o w n  in 
th e  1940s. H e  d e lu d es  h im se lf th a t h e  can o u tw it Sauron, th o u g h  h e  h as p a id  
h im  som e so rt of hom age. H e  to r tu re s  an d  enslaves o thers. A ll of th is  com es 
from  The Two Towers. In  The Return o f the King, re leased  from  captiv ity , h e  sets 
u p  a fascist d ic ta to rsh ip  in  th e  Shire before  F rodo  a n d  h is  h o b b it com pan ions 
re tu rn , an d  the  enslavem en t, k id n ap p in g , a n d  theft of va luab le  p ro p e rty  from  
h is  v ictim s to ge ther w ith  h is p e tty  list of reg u la tio n s a n d  h is  secret m u rd e rs  of 
those  h e  h as im p riso n ed  com prise  th e  sm all-scale th o u g h  tem p o ra ry  fu lfillm ent 
of h is  political goals d e linea ted  in  The Two Towers.20
Both L ew is a n d  T olkien  d en y  th a t L ew is h a d  m u ch  in fluence on  The 
Lord of the R ings . I th in k  th a t ou r acceptance of these  den ia ls n eed s to be  nu an ced .
19 See Flieger, Splintered Light, 26.
20 See Chance 104-6.
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L ew is com pla ined  th a t T olkien  e ither ig no red  criticism  or w en t back  a n d  w ro te  
som eth ing  over from  th e  beg inn ing , a n d  T olkien  m a in ta in ed  th a t Lew is 
fu nc tioned  as a m idw ife  for h is  g rea t w ork  a n d  little  else. B ut th e  tw o  m en  sp en t 
a large p a r t of th e ir lives h a tch in g  collaborative p lans. T hey  b eg an  b y  p lo ttin g  
th e  rew ritin g  of th e  O xford  E nglish  Syllabus b y  om ittin g  m o d e rn  w orks, 
p la n n e d  a book  ab o u t th e  connections be tw een  m y th  an d  language , tr ied  to 
rev ive  O ld  E nglish  m e te r as a m o d e l for M o d ern  E nglish  poetry , and , after 
d ec id ing  th a t there  w ere  n o t en o u g h  peop le  w ho  w ere  w ritin g  th e  k in d s  of 
stories th a t th ey  liked, d iv v ied  u p  th e ir assignm ent, w ith  Lew is w ritin g  a book 
ab o u t space trave l a n d  T olkien a ttem p tin g  to  w rite  one ab o u t tim e travel. In  an  
effort to  face th e  p re sen t as w ell as th e  past, I suggest, th ey  also co llabora ted  on 
exposing  th e  v illa in  w ith  a do zen  faces, th e  M ateria lis t M agician . It w as L ew is 's  
id ea  orig inally , b u t T olkien  perfec ted  it.
T olkien  issu ed  den ia ls ab o u t h o w  m u ch  The Lord o f the Rings reflects 
W orld  W ar II, an d  L ew is w as eager to  back  h im  u p . T olkien  ad m itted  th a t the 
Battle of th e  Som m e, in  w h ich  h e  fo u g h t in  W orld  W ar I, co n trib u ted  to  h is 
dep ic tion  of th e  D ead  M arshes th a t F rodo, Sam , an d  G ollum  en coun te r on  the 
jo u rn ey  to w ard s  M ordo r, b u t W o rld  W ar II? N o, says T olkien w ith  Lew is 
cheering  h im  on, th e  R ing  is n o t an allegory  of th e  A tom ic Bom b th a t finally  
fac ilita ted  th e  e n d  of th a t b ig g es t of all w ars, for th e  R ing w as conceived 
considerab ly  before  th e  A tom ic B om b.21 It is, of course, im possib le  to  argue  
aga in s t them .
A uthors can g e t riled  u p  w h en  o thers d iscover in fluences an d  sources 
on  th e  one h a n d  o r suggest to ta liz in g  in te rp re ta tio n s  on  th e  o ther. W illiam  
M orris, th e  favorite  au th o r of b o th  L ew is an d  Tolkien, w as n o to rio u s  for this. 
W hile  Lew is does n o t d en y  th e  in fluence  of W orld  W ar II on  h is  w orks, bo th  
L ew is an d  T olkien  say  th a t they  do  n o t like allegory, an d  these  s ta tem en ts  also 
m u s t be  n u an ced .22 L ew is w as doub tless the  g rea test lite ra ry  ex p ert of h is 
gen era tio n  ab o u t allegory , as h is  scho larly  book  The Allegory o f Love attests. Both 
m en  them selves w ro te  im ag inative  allegories, L ew is The Pilgrim's Regress an d  
T olkien  Leaf by Niggle. L ew is suggested , how ever, th a t A slan  in  The Lion, the 
Witch, and the Wardrobe is n o t m e a n t to  be an  allegory  of C hrist, p re fe rrin g  the 
s lip p e ry  w o rd  "app licab ility"  to allegory . W h at bo th  m en  are  d o in g  is u s in g  a 
n a rro w er defin ition  for a llegory  th a n  is cu rren tly  in use: allegory  as a reductive, 
one-to -one to ta liz in g  in te rp re ta tion .
H e re 's  the  difference: n o  one w o u ld  say  th a t The Lord o f the Rings is on ly  
an  allegory  of W o rld  W ar II, b u t th a t does n o t m ean  th a t W orld  W ar II is ab sen t
21 See Flieger, A  Question of Time, 171-2.
22 See Shippey, Roots and Branches, 352-3.
Mythlore 35.1, Fall/Winter 2016 17
Robert Boenig
from  th a t book  en tire ly .23 S a ru m an 's  secret a rm am ent, h is  su d d e n  u n lea sh in g  of 
B litzkrieg, h is  eugen ic  experim en ts, an d  h is  la te r fascist d ic ta to rsh ip  in  th e  Shire, 
w h e re  citizens d isap p ea r, all recrea te  N az i ideology. T here  is m uch , m u ch  else 
in  The Lord o f the Rings, of course, th a t does n o t evoke W orld  W ar II, b u t T olkien 
jo ins h is con tem poraries like G eorge O rw ell a n d  A ldous H u x ley  to  w a rn  u s  of 
th e  creep ing  d an g ers  of neo- a n d  p seudo-fasc ist dystop ias.24
T his b rin g s us, albeit in  a ro u n d a b o u t w ay, back  to  K ing  A rthu r. The 
im ag inative  w o rk s of b o th  L ew is an d  T olkien ab o u n d  in  A rth u r ia n  references, 
of course, a n d  th is an d  th e  recen tly  p u b lish ed  T olkien  fragm en t, The Fall of 
A rthur, a ttest to  th e ir constan t en g ag em en t w ith  the  A rth u rian  narra tive . N o t 
on ly  does That Hideous Strength  b rin g  M erlin  back  to com bat the  M ateria lis t 
M ag ic ians of th e  N.I.C.E., b u t D en n is to n 's  first nam e  A rthu r, th e  to w n  C ure  
H a rd y , th e  u se  of "P en d rag o n " for R ansom 's  title, to  say  n o th in g  of h is  ac tua lly  
b e in g  K ing  A rth u r 's  successor, all a lign  th a t book  w ith  th e  A rth u rian  narra tive . 
In  Perelandra, R ansom  is b ro u g h t to  Abhalljin  o r A valon on  th a t p la n e t to be 
h ea led .25 T he K ing w h o  re tu rn s  to  save h is  peop le  is a m o tif of b o th  Prince 
Caspian and , n o  su rp rise , The Return o f the King. A s bo th  M alo ry  an d  T.H. W hite 
rem in d  us, K ing  A rth u r  is rex quondam rexque fu tu ru s, th e  once a n d  fu tu re  king.
T he A rth u rian  n a rra tiv e  is ab o u t m a n y  th ings, b u t one of th e  m ost 
im p o rtan t of th em  is h o w  th e  p a s t can re tu rn  to  th e  p re sen t to  in su re  a safe 
fu tu re . Som etim es m y  s tu d en ts  ask  m e w h a t th ey  can do  w ith  th e ir m ajo r in  
E nglish. I do  p ro v id e  som e p ractical answ ers: good  w ritin g  is m arke tab le  in  the 
bu sin ess  w orld , E nglish  is a p re fe rred  m ajo r for som e professional p ro g ram s 
like law  schools an d  theo log ical sem in a rie s—th a t k in d  of th ing . B ut I also tell 
th em  th a t English, in d eed  the h u m an itie s  in  general, can  serve as cu ltu re 's  
m em o ry  an d  even  cu ltu re 's  conscience. L ew is 's  a n d  T o lk ien 's en g ag em en t w ith  
W orld  W ar II w o rk s like that. T he references to  th a t w ar n o t on ly  exp la in  th ings 
ab o u t th a t p e rilo u s  tim e back  in  th e  1940s b u t also  serve as inv ita tions to  be 
eng ag ed  w ith  ou r ow n  p resen t. W e c a n 't ju s t m u tte r  "It c an 't h a p p e n  here"  or 
" It c an 't h a p p e n  n o w ,"  for it can. L ike G andalf, w e m u s t su m m o n  th e  w isd o m  
to th w a rt th e  w ou ld -be  d ic ta to r on  the  rise  o r fin d  th e  courage  to  do  th e  rig h t 
th ing , even  th o u g h  it m ay  be conven ien t n o t to  do  it. T o lk ien 's  gam e, L ew is 's  
gam e is to  p u t characters in  d ifficult m o ra l d ile m m a s—like Sam  agon iz ing  abou t 
w h e th e r to  assum e th e  b u rd e n  of th e  R ing  or go back  to  fin d  a n d  h e lp  th e  fallen 
F rodo  or like R ansom  d ec id ing  w h e th e r to  clim b th ro u g h  th a t lim inal h ed g e  to 
h e lp  a m en ta lly  im p a ired  boy. B ut th is is n o t sim p ly  to  g ive th e ir characters
23 See Shippey, The Road to Middle Earth, 168-72.
24 See Shippey, J.R.R. Tolkien: Author of the Century, 115-7.
25 See Downing 78.
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som eth ing  to  do  b u t also, m yth ica lly , to  g ive u s  n a rra tiv es  w h en  w e face the 
scary  lim inalities of o u r ow n  m o ra l decisions.
Indeed , bo th  L ew is an d  T olkien looked  a t th e ir an ti-M odern ist artistic  
ag en d a26 as fac ilita ting  th e  p a s t to  red eem  th e  p re sen t a n d  secure th e  fu tu re . 
Som etim es they  ad m itted ly  w en t d o w n  th e  w ro n g  pa th , like th e  y o u n g  L ew is 's  
an tip a th y  to w ard s  T.S. Eliot, w h o m  h e  believed  ru in e d  m o d e rn  poetry . But 
m ostly , as least th e  w ay  I see it, L ew is a n d  T olkien  w ere  rig h t on  target. T h rough  
th e  ho rro rs  of th e  tw o  W orld  W ars a n d  th e  C old  W ar an d  n o w  th e  W ar on  Terror 
th a t follow ed, th ey  rem in d  u s  th a t w e can still believe in  courage  an d  ho n o r an d  
still w rite  n a rra tiv es  th a t appea l to  everyone an d  anyone, u n lik e  those  d is jo in ted  
an d  d esp a irin g  novels an d  poem s th a t on ly  academ ics now  like to  read , th in k in g  
th em  so im portan t.
In  "De D escrip tion  Temporum,"27 h is  In au g u ra l lec tu re  delivered  w h en  
h e  accep ted  h is  P ro fesso rsh ip  a t C am bridge , Lew is, p rovocative  as alw ays, 
c la im ed  he  cou ld  re a d  p a s t lite ra tu re  a n d  in te rp re t p a s t cu ltu re  w ith  native  
im m ed iacy  ra th e r th an  academ ic d istance. H e  said  th a t h e  w as a "d in o sau r"  
com e back  to the  p re sen t to  h e lp  th e ir u n d e rs tan d in g . A t the en d  of m y  book 
ab o u t L ew is, I su g g es ted  th a t h e  h im se lf w as M erlin  in  That Hideous Strength. 
N o w  I w an t to  a d d  th a t he, toge ther w ith  h is  fr ien d  Tolkien, w ere  even  m ore  
th a n  that. I a lm ost feel like say ing  som eth ing  ab o u t " th e  once a n d  fu tu re  k ing" 
here . B ut th ey  d id n 't  w an t to be  k in g s —w ho  w ou ld?  Instead , I'll reg ress to m y  
ch ildhood  in  a b lig h ted  an d  v io len t n e ig h b o rh o o d  across th e  river from  
M an h attan , w h en  I lea rn ed  th a t som etim es you  h av e  to  face bo th  w ays w h en  
crossing  a d an g ero u s  street.
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